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Abstract 
Urban environment refers to those landscapes that demonstrate the features and cultural deposits of a city. The design of 
color, in terms of urban environment planning, actually refers to the applied research of color design in urban environment 
planning. In the field of urban environment design, the application of color is a decisive factor critical to the effect of the
overall environment. China’s regulatory planning also takes it as a reference control indicator for a city with its own 
features. In this article, the author mainly gives an analysis on the most employed and effective means of application of 
color to urban environment, points out color’s positive and guiding impact on human life in urban environment and how 
to better solve the realistic problems of succession and innovation in urban environment planning by taking Wuhan as an 
example because it has promulgated a Color Control Guideline for color control in the city of Wuhan, and lastly, proposes 
three suggestions for the management of color in urban environment, hoping a wide common consensus be reached for a 
better urban environment.  
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Color is a symbol, and a shining outfit of a building. It makes the building even more dimensional and 
featured. It is an important constituent part of architectural aesthetics as well as the urban environment. See, 
speaking of Egypt, what first come into our mind are the color of yellow and Pharoah; speaking of Greece, the 
colors of blue and white and abandoned palaces; speaking of Beijing, the golden glazed tile roofs and royal 
scarlet palace walls. All these are their unique features styled by color. 
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A city is an integral, developmental, dynamic, time-framed and phased product of the society. Each city 
has an urban language of its own demonstrated in its unique geographical and national culture. This language, 
in return, demonstrates in a certain time phase the city’s features. With the progress of urban development, 
most cities in China are displaying a new appearance. Meanwhile, the natural environment in cities is being 
reduced or changed by people. Particularly, the ignorance of uniform application of color in urban 
development causes all cities to have no geographical and national features of their own and all seem to look 
alike. A worse situation is that it causes serious color and visual pollutions, doing harms to people, 
psychologically and physiologically. We must do something for the exploration and preservation of our 5,000 
years of civilization and great cultural characteristics. That’s why it becomes urgent for us to solve these 
historical and innovative concerns through the application of color. 
1. Research Background and Meaning 
A City is a place where human beings densely populated. The color of such place is also the color of the 
city. It stands for the cultural taste of a city and reflects the civilization of the city, showcasing its image, 
representing its degree of civilization, marking its level of management and being one of the prerequisites for 
it to grow sustainably and orderly. Since 1950s, the catchphrase “urban color” has been promoted by Korea, 
Japan and some European countries. Later, some designers and scholars did some research on it, all for a 
common problem faced by different cities, namely, “color pollution”, which results in all cities to look alike, 
which we do not want to see. In Western countries, people started researches on the color of city even earlier, 
which is also an important work in urban development for developed countries. 
To this end, many research and planning programs have been developed in China. In March 2000, the 
People’s Government of Beijing pioneered in the promulgation of “Beijing Administrative Provisions on 
Tidiness of Facade of Urban Buildings” (BJ Directive NO.56) to improve urban management of Beijing to the 
needs of building a modern international metropolis. Meanwhile, Beijing Municipal Administration 
Commission set up a special group consisting of experts in urban planning, building, environment art and 
urban color and, after hearing suggestions from all parties, put forth some principles and requirements for the 
cleaning and painting of the facade of buildings in Beijing and had some discussions on the choosing and 
matching of colors for the facade of buildings, pointing out that “the facade of buildings in Beijing mainly 
chooses gray-based composite colors to create a grave, serious and elegant urban environment”. In 2001, 
Wenzhou determined that its main color for facade of buildings in the city center is of lightly bright and 
elegant neutral color series matched with cold-gray and warm-gray colors and divided the central city into 
featured area and corridor system according to the base color. In 2003, Wuhan, based on detailed surveys and 
researches, compiled the “Wuhan Administrative Provisions on Colors for Urban Buildings” (For Trial 
Implementation) and the “Wuhan Guidelines for Color Control for Urban Buildings”, suggesting to use 5 
color series including warm-gray, medium-gray, cold-gray, light-color and heavy-color, and attaching over 
300 color recommendations. In 2005, the Ministry of Construction of China issued the “Urban Planning 
Methods” which specifies that “color” has become a basic content and guiding principle for control of detailed 
urban planning. In 2009, Xi’an determined that its urban color system consists mainly of gray, earthy yellow 
and chocolate that can showcase its cultural elements of graveness, quietness, elegance and magnificence. 
Therefore, we should attach high importance to urban color design and do it by starting from the local 
culture of the city to customize a color guideline for it to be more regulated on the road of development. 
Without doubt, such a long-term in-depth research on urban environment is of important practical, spiritual 
and cultural significance. 
Presently, urban environment color remains a research subject at a budding stage for the academia. The 
research of it is of great significance for the respect of human history, the protection and promotion of urban 
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culture, the building of a harmonious living environment and the creation of picturesque and relaxing urban 
landscapes. Especially, experts have proposed a plan for the structuring and matching of urban colors. In its 
implementation, it has provided certain scientific and theoretical basis for the protection, governance and 
improvement of environment. “City is the carrier of human civilization. The appearance of a City is the most 
direct and dominant reflection of a region’s geographical features, cultural characteristics and national 
identity.[1]” “Color is one of the most active elements of a City, so cityscape cannot segregate itself from 
Color.[2]” “City itself is an embodiment of Color. People live in Cities and in some kind of Color 
Relationships. Harmonious and picturesque urban color landscapes demonstrate the life and energy of a City, 
display the cultural constitution of urban living environment, and embody the values and cultural styles of the 
people of the City.[3] ” 
2. Methods for Design of Color in Modern Urban Environment 
The most widely employed urban color research method is the one called “Geography of Color” put forth 
in the 1970s by Professor Jean Philippe Lenclos who is a leading authority on the use of color. This method 
combines color science with geography. It is an important step for the study of color planning and also an 
important part of the reflection of historical values. Color itself is a refraction of “local” culture. Different 
geographical environment or locations form unique environment and climate which have a direct influence on 
the forming and development of human being, race, custom, culture and more, resulting in different 
geographical or urban color expressions and aesthetics, which in return become an important part of regional 
or local culture[4]. Geography of Color mainly “studies the combined visual effect of the means of color 
expression by people in a region and its landscapes, and people’s color aesthetic psychology and its change 
law.” The method is detailed as follows: 
a) Survey 
Surveys are carried out in a larger scope of urban environment considering all aspects including cityscapes 
and urban features by recording the state of buildings, grounds, artificial facilities, surrounding plantations, 
religious beliefs, etc. in the urban environment through a camera and a whiteboard, and document relevant 
data by using of a color card.  
b) Analysis 
Collate all data collected and find the hue groups of planar color blocks that match the color card data, and 
use it as an extended range for color database. Hue groups depends upon the matching of dominant color, 
embellishment color and surrounding colors. Only if they are homogeneous, heterogeneous or complementary 
can they form harmonious and effective color plans. 
c) Design 
Based on early-stage surveys color design is carried out considering surrounding environment and 
historical and cultural influences. In the process of design, it will be very hard to achieve ideal color effect if 
purely matching colors by means of combination arrangement. We have to break the traditional color 
matching stereotype that long existing in people’s mind and see it from the angle of plane constitution, e.g. 
Contrasting colors, green and red, can form a very unique color space if we match them carefully with 
attention paid to harmony. For example, the colors of lighting from office buildings in downtown Shanghai 
actually adopt a dynamic color changing system, which demonstrates from the perspective of variability and 
vitality that colors come from humanized concepts.  
d) Approval 
As soon as the urban environment color design and application plan is finalized, it will be submitted to 
design, planning and management departments for review and approval, after which it will be handed to the 
construction unit for communication of details. During construction at later stages, the designer should walk 
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down regularly on the site to provide guidance for construction to ensure the overall uniformity of the color of 
the urban environment. 
3. Application of Color in Design of Urban Environment 
Since the 1990s, many cities in both China and other countries have been paying attention to the issue of 
urban environment and re-matched the color of the city to make it uniform. For example, Guangzhou 
repainted the facade of buildings by the sides of main roads several years ago and renovated roof colors on a 
large scale. Especially, it re-treated the cityscapes on the banks of the Pearl River with a unique urban color 
which makes it a very impressive city in South China. Another example of environment color is Shanghai 
Pudong New Area. Considering its economic development, it introduced a range of latest design methods for 
its overall color matching, which makes its Shanghai-style buildings a display of the uniqueness of the city. 
Other cities also take color as an important part of the overall environment when designing a specific project 
such as the planning and design of Qintai Cultural & Art Center and Culture Square in Wuhan, the 
environment color design of Overseas Chinese Town in Shenzhen, the design of Shanghai World Expo 
pavillon areas, and the planning and design of Beijing Olympic Park, etc. In the mean time, more and more 
designers consider color-matching at the initial stage of their design projects. Because of that, color-matching 
training courses are emerging in the educational industry in China, most trainees being responsible persons of 
design companies. All these shows the importance of color in urban environment. 
Wuhan, the capital of Hubei Province, is one of the megacities in central China. To create a better 
cityscape with a uniform but changing color, Wuhan has held, as early as in 2003, a series of survey and 
research activities in the city and organized a range of seminars and opinion-seeking events such as 
“Buildings With Most Beautiful Colors Photo Contest”, “Public Voting for the Most Beautiful Buildings in 
Wuhan”, etc. Based on public opinions and the actual situations for future development, Wuhan issued the 
“Wuhan Guidelines for Color Control for Urban Buildings”. And it determined on February 13th 2013 that the 
exterior of all multi-storey buildings by the sides of main roads and in living communities in the urban area be 
repainted or redecorated with yellow and gray as the main colors because these two colors matched can 
maintain the uniformity of the color of the many historical buildings in the city and can display a new outlook 
of the city in a new era. Parts of the buildings may use other colors as embellishments but roofs of buildings 
in the city are suggested to use dark/blue-gray or dark-red as the main color, and paving materials for 
pedestrian walks mainly use dark-red and dark-green. They plan the River Town (alias of Wuhan) into 5 areas 
by main color. The first is historical building blocks featured by gray and earth-yellow; the second is living 
communities featured by maize-yellow, light brown and white; the third is industrial areas featured by red and 
blue; the fourth is commercial, trade and financial areas featured by light-gray and blue; and he fifth is 
cultural and educational areas featured by white and gray. Apart from giving a main color for each of the five 
areas, it also allows that appropriate colors such as blue, green, red and other highly bright colors can be 
added to the facade of buildings as ornament colors, adding some change element to the uniform color. In the 
“Wuhan Guidelines for Color Control for Urban Buildings”, it briefly summarizes the general practices of 
Wuhan in color design for urban buildings and also lays some foundation for the technical and regulatory 
aspects of urban building color. All these provisions help the planning department to “guard the pass” of 
building color as to have a harmonious, varied and uniform overall cityscape. 
4. Suggestions for the Management of Color in Urban Environment 
In a trend in which all cities look alike and urbanization goes forward rapidly, we can only prevent the 
visual state of “treatment after pollution” as occurred in other cities by developing scientific and effective 
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plans and control measures for urban color. Government planning management department should have color 
as an independent project to design and review. From the main color of streetscapes to the color and material 
of landmarking-buildings, all should have a set chromatographic value. This may extend to other aspects such 
as advertisements, road signs, vehicles, windows, sculptures, etc.. By doing this, special color management 
bodies or agencies will do the management of new or renovation projects and the follow-up of later-stage 
monitoring or supervision so that the colors of a city will vary but will not become too complicated or chaotic, 
thus, the achievement of a harmonious and uniform color state. As for the management of color in urban 
environment, the following are suggested:   
a)Promote the Continual Management over Color Control 
Develop a full process for “the review and approval of color plan”, establish a standardized and integrated 
submittal and approval format for building color planning, implement a systematic review and approval 
management on the color of building groups, and take effective control of and provide guidance for urban 
color by legal means. 
b)Improve the Operability and Quantification of Color Control 
Except the provision of urban overall color control principles, a more detailed and systematic color control 
is needed, or color planning will be like an empty shell and the color features of the city will be reduced.  
c) Improve the Public Participation Mechanism in Color Planning 
Urban color is the physical form of the rich urban life from the historical existence of the city. It has every 
relation with the life of people in the city. Therefore, a color planning conception that is truly accepted by the 
city and that provides guidance to urban color planning control is one recognized by the public and reached by 
wide consensus, considering opinions of the wide public who partake in the discussion of the plan that has 
been made known to them for many times. 
5. Epilogue 
The German philosopher Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling pointed out in his book “The Philosophy 
of Art” that “...individual beauty does not exist and only the collective is beautiful.” Thus, only by considering 
the overall relation and matching of colors in urban environment can we form a better and more harmonious, 
uniform and changing urban color system by combining the natural and constant colors in the city itself with 
the artificial and non-constant base colors created by us humans in the later stage. For Wuhan, the most 
important visual identification carrier of the City is color, and the social color orientations of people may 
become more and more diversified with the development of the city. 
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